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THE WIFE OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN
BY GAMALIEL BRADFORD

K

NGS and princes are m the
habit of selecting their wives,
or having them selected, with a
view to the exalted station they are destined to occupy. Presidents of the
United States, like other men, usually
marry young and do not arrive at the
White House until they are old, and
sometimes they bring with them partners not wholly adapted to such a conspicuous career. The complication in
Lincoln's case is peculiar-a brilliant
but uncouth and almost grotesque lawyer and politician from the backwoods,
with no inherited social position or distinction, marries a showy popular belle
who considers herself an aristocrat in
the limited circle which is all she knows,
and feels that she is condescending vastly
in accepting the husband whose only
asset is an extremely shadowy future.
Then the husband shows an unexampled
capacity for growth and developmentintellectual and spiritual, if not socialand the wife, remaining to the end the
narrow rural aristocrat she was in the
beginning, is decidedly left behind. Mrs.
Lincoln made an admirable helpmate for
a practical aggressive lawyer in Springfield, Illinois. As the wife of the great,
dreaming, smiling, creating democratic
statesman of the modern world, she was
just a trifle over-parted.
The difficulty of getting at the actual
Mrs. Lincoln is extraordinary and exasperating. The cloud of anecdote and
hearsay and gossip which envelops Lincoln himself hangs even more impenetrably about her, because we have not
the solid substance of her own words,
as, to a considerable extent, we have his.

There are but few of her letters in print
and those few are not very significant.
Many people have written about her, but
they contradict one another and misrepresent, according to their own prejudices and the strange passion for exalting Lincoln by either exalting or debasing
everybody about him. How unsatisfactory the materials are may be judged
from the fact that, on the whole, the
most illuminating document is the record
of Mrs. Keckley, the colored seamstress
at the White House. Mrs. Keckley was
an intelligent observer, devoted to Mrs.
Lincoln, and admitted to many intimate
scenes and experiences. But I suppose
few women would care to have their lives
filtered to posterity through such a recorder. In short, I cannot ask my readers to give implicit belief to anything I
say about Mrs. Lincoln, for I believe
very little of it myself.
The bare, indisputable facts in the life
of Mary Todd Lincoln are few and
simple. She was born of a good Kentucky family in 1818, ten years after her
husband. In 1839 she came to live with
her sister, Mrs. Edwards, in Springfield.
After a stormy courtship Lincoln married her in 1842. Her life then led her
through Illinois law and politics to the
White House, and the war, and the culmination of triumphant peace. All the
triumph and hope were blasted by the
assassination of her husband; and her
remaining years, in spite of a brief sojourn in Europe, were darkened by
sorrow and misfortune; until a temperament, always impulsive and intense, was unbalanced to a point of
oddity approaching, and at times reach-
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ing, actual derangement. She died in
1882.
In studying Mrs. Lincoln one must
admit that, while it is possible to get
more or less reliable accounts of her
external interests and activity, her inner
life is almost hopelessly obscure. She
had apparently a very good education,
as educations went in Southern girls'
schools in the middle of the nineteenth
century. Mr. Rankin tells us that,
"while a resident of Springfield before
and after her marriage she impressed all
who were acquainted with her with the
excellent and accurate literary taste she
had acquired by education and general
reading, especially in history, poetry,
and fiction." But this was in a country
town in 1840, and it must be remembered here, as elsewhere, that we are
dealing with Mr. Rankin's kindly afterdinner memory. Education of a sort
Mrs. Lincoln certainly had, education
superior to that of many about her, and
at any rate far superior to her husband's.
Her natural intelligence was unquestionably shrewd, quick, and keen. That
she had a trace of the larger humorous
attitude seems unlikely, and it is still
more unlikely that she ever grasped or
enjoyed that attitude in the subtle, pervading, dissolving form in which it was
constantly manifest in her husband.
The element of Touchstone, of Charles
Lamb; the instinct of remoteness, of detachment, even in the midst of vast
tragic passions-perhaps most precisely
in the midst of such-of illuminating
them with the strange glory of laughter,
which was so haunting and so fascinating in Lincoln, evidently annoyed and
perplexed her, as it has many other excellent people.
If she read, we should like to know a
little more definitely what she read.
Mr. Rankin enlarges on her familiarity
with French, assuring us that she read
the latest French literature. She read
current novels. What I should like to
know is, whether she was one of the two
or three to whom Lincoln enjoyed reading aloud i~ quiet evenings; yet no one

tells us. And in the middle of an agitated night he used to traverse the
White House corridors to read the trifles
of Tom Hood to his sleepy secretaries;
but I do not hear that he read them
to her.
Again, we have little light as to other
amusements of an intellectual order.
There is no sign of any considerable
resthetic interest. She does not seem to
have cared for natural objects. She liked
to give away the flowers from the conservatory, but I do not read that she had
a passion for them, any more than had
Lincoln, who complained that he had
"no taste natural or acquired for such
things." One pleasure they sharedthat of the theater, and in Washington
they were able to indulge this till it culminated in the performance which was
ruinous for both.
As to Mrs. Lincoln's religion, there is
a good deal to be said on the practical
side. She was generous and kindly,
ready to help and to give. Stoddard's
account of her hospital visitation during
the war is very attractive. She made no
display, sought no publicity whatever,
but just went and gave and sympathized. In the higher elements of spiritual life she was probably rather conventional, though she was a faithful member
first of the Episcopal, and then of the
Presbyterian Church. It may seem/. a
trifling matter to note, but Mrs. Ketkley's record of the ejaculation "God,
no!" as habitual seems to me singularly
indicative of the woman.
I cannot think that there was much
spiritual sympathy between her and her
husband. There is, to be sure, Whitney's
delightful sentence, "They were en rapport in all the higher objects of being."
I do not believe that anybody was really
"en rapport" with Lincoln in such matters, and especia1ly I do not believe his
wife was. They both had, indeed, a
certain superstitious turn of mind and,
when the husband had dreams of horror
and fore boding, the wife was ready to
accept and interpret them. But, in Mr.
Stephenson's admirable phrase, Mrs.
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Lincoln's soul "inhabited the obvious."
The remote, gloomy, mysterious spiritual regions haunted by him, whether
he was smiling or praying, were hardly
likely to be visited by her. Thousands
of pages have been written about Lincoln's religion: he still smiles and remains impenetrable. Yet it is curious
that, after all, the practical, everyday,
unmystical wife should have~given us
what is perhaps the very best summary
on this point (italics mine): "Mr. Lincoln had no faith and no hope in the
usual acceptation of those words. He
never joined a church; but still, as I
believe, he was a religious man by
nature. . . . But it was a lcind of poetry
in his nature, and he was never a technical Christian." Excellent example of
the shrewd common sense of the woman
who understands even where she is
wholly unable to appreciate. And with
Mrs. Lincoln we come across this at
every turn.

In dealing with Mrs. Lincoln's external life we are on somewhat surer ground,
though not much, for still the cloud of
intangible gossip is likely to mislead us.
Socially, it is evident that she was ambitious and eager for success. On the
whole, it cannot be said that she achieved
it. Her appearance was by no means
against her. Her face, in the photographs, is to me totally without charm.
It is a positive, aggressive face, without
a ray of sensitiveness in it. But she had
a certain formal beauty and dignity,
both of face and figure (stout as she was),
and could bear herself well. It would
seem that she dressed with taste, though
at times too ostentatiously, and Lincoln
objected to her extreme low necks.
There are pleasant accounts of the
Lincoln hospitality in Springfield. As to
what happened in the White House, observers differ. But it must be remembered that few hostesses have been subjected to such cruel criticism as Mrs.
Lincoln had to meet. Those who watched
her impartially, like W. H. Russell, Bancroft, and Laugel, report in the main
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favorably, though it is noticeable that
they are inclined to speak of her as better
than they expected. The truth is, her
ardent and impulsive temper made her
tactless and uncertain. The basis of her
social zeal was rather an intense ambition than a broad human sympathy; and
for the widest popularity and success the
latter is indispensable. Then it must
always be remembered that she had that
strange, incalculable, most undomestic
and unparlorable figure of Lincoln to
carry with her, which would have been a
terrible handicap to any woman. His
dress was strange, his manners were
strange, his talk was strange. He would
not lay himself out to please his wife's
callers. So, if the poor lady failed, it
must be admitted that she had her difficulties.
In her housekeeping and domestic arrangements she seems to have been excellent. Her table is highly spoken of
and she was an exact and careful manager as to neatness and punctuality.
Here again her husband was far from
being a help to her. He was quite indifferent to what he ate, and it was impossible to make him systematic about
meals or hours generally. The remote
world in which he lived was but imperfectly accessible to the tinkle of the
dinner-bell.
As regards the most ~sential element
of domestic happiness, '!noney, he was
unsystematic also. In his legal business
he could not be kept to exact accounting, had no commercial or speculative
instinct whatever. But he was no
spender, had few needs and no costly
tastes, and above all he abhorred debt,
though circumstances sometimes forced
him into it. Mrs. Lincoln no doubt did
her best. In the early days she made
her own dresses and always she had moments of violent economy. But her
tastes in the matter of outlay were far
different from her husband's. We have
her own written words-and it is such a
comfort when we do have them-on this
subject. "When I saw the large steamers
at the New York landing, ready for the
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European voyage, I felt in my heart inclined to sigh that poverty was my portion. I often laugh and tell Mr. Lincoln
that I am determined my next husband
shall be rich "-which of course was
agreeable for him. But the most pitiable
exhibition in regard to Mrs. Lincoln's
finances is Mrs. Keckley's story of the
debts incurred from real or supposed necessities of dress to keep up the presidential dignity. The maddening pressure of
these doubled the wife's anxiety as to
the chances of the second election in
1864. It must not be supposed that
Mrs. Keckley's record of conversations
which took place is verbally exact, but
it is surely close to reality in its general
tone. She says to Mrs. Lincoln, "And
Mr. Lincoln does not even suspect how
much you owe?" And the answer is
"' God, no!' This was a favorite expression of hers. 'And I would not have
him suspect. If he knew that his wife
was involved to the extent that she is,
the kn(wledge would drive him mad.
He does not know a thing about my
debts, and I value his happiness, not to
speak of my own, too much to allow
him to know anything."' Such are the
domestic tragedies of money.
It is with her children that Mrs. Lincoln is most attractive. Both she and
Lincoln were devoted to them: he in his
gentle, humorous, abstracted fashion,
she with no doubt erratic but effusive
and genuine demonstrations of tenderness. She was interested in their education, in their health, in their mental and
moral development. But fate was as
cruel to her in the maternal as in the
conjugal relation, and she lived to bury
three of her four sons. The eldest died
in the early days in Springfield. The
youngest, Tad-who was her chief consolation after her husband's death, so
that she wrote, "Only my darling Taddie
prevents my taking my life"-was
snatched away in 1871. But the death
of Willie, in the midst of the at once
anguished and triumphant days in the
White House, was the bitterest blow of
all. The mother was inconsolable, and

her grief led her into fantastic ecstasies
of passion till the crisis came in the
strange scene so vividly related by Mrs.
Keckley when Lincoln took his wife by
the arm and led her to the window.
"With a stately, solemn gesture, he
pointed to the lunatic asylum, 'Mother,
do you see that large white building on
the hill yonder? Try to control your
grief or it will drive you mad, and we
may have to send you there."'
Yet, with the curious perversity of
fortune which attended so much of Mrs.
Lincoln's life, even her sorrow as a
mother, which would seem as if it ought
to have won her public respect, and
doubtless did so, was turned by her
inborn tactlessness into an element of
unpopularity. The military band had
been in the habit of playing in the
square near the White House. But Mrs.
Lincoln's reminiscent grief could not
endure the music and she insisted upon
its being stopped for months, till the
people became so indignant that Lincoln
was forced to overrule her. Truly, one
cannot but sympathize with Mrs. Keckley's exclamation, even if it is a little
exaggerated, "I never in my life saw a
more peculiarly constituted woman.
Search the world over, and you will not
find her counterpart." And she was
married to a man as strange as herself
and as strangely different.
Now, having established Mrs. Lincoln's general character as far as it is
possible to do so, we come to the profoundly curious and interesting study of
her relation with her husband, and this
should begin with the history of their
marriage.
In early life Lincoln seems to have had
a susceptible imagination in regard to
women-the more susceptible, perhaps,
because he had so little to do with them.
His profound affection in his twenties
for Ann Rutledge, which has been embroidered by so many story-tellers, and
her melancholy death, almost unhinged
him for the time and Herndon insists
that he never really loved anyone after-
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wards. But a varied list of feminine
names appears. There is the robust
Mary Owens, with whom his courtship
seems mainly to have consisted in endeavors to persuade her that she would
do better not to marry him. There is a
more shadowy Sarah Rickard. And
there is Matilda Edwards, sister-in-law
of the lady with whom her own sister,
Mary Todd, was also staying. But the
substantial charms of Mary, and her
decided habit of getting what she wanted,
in the end fixed the rather wandering
lover, and in 1840 they were definitely
engaged.
Here we strike one of the most debated points in Mrs. Lincoln's life, and
in dealing with the course of this engagement we are at once confronted with
the question of Herndon's veracity. It
seems to me that his essential tone and
attitude in general must be regarded as
satisfactory. At the same time, after the
industrious researches of Miss Tarbell, it
is difficult to accept in detail Herndon's
account of the stormy progress of Lincoln's love affair. According to Herndon, the day for the wedding was actually fixed, the supper was ordered, the
bride arrayed, the parson present-and
the bridegroom failed to appear, tormented by doubts and hesitations approaching mental derangement. The
disturbance was so great that Lincoln's
friends for a time feared suicide.
Without pronouncing positively on the
more highly colored features of this narrative, we may regard the indisputable
facts as curious enough. It is certain
that the engagment was broken, certain
that Lincoln a year later referred to the
"fatal first of January, 1841 "-the day
which, according to Herndon, was set
for the wedding. Also we have the re..,
markable series of letters to Speed, a
near friend who was wooing and marrying at the same time, in which Lincoln
uncovers his tormented soul-a soul
clearly well-versed in all the tortures
of self-analysis, self-criticism, and selfreproach. In March, 1842, he writes to
Speed that since breaking his engage-
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ment "he should have been entirely
happy but for the never-absent idea
that there is one still unhappy whom I
have contributed to make so. That kills
my soul. I cannot but reproach myself
for even wishing to be happy while she is
otherwise."
Then Speed marries and likes it, which
impresses Lincoln, and somehow or other
Mary regains her control, and on the
fourth of November, 1842, the two are
married very simply and quietly. In a
letter of Lincoln's only quite recently
published there is this admirable phrase,
turned with a delicate significance which
Lamb or Touchstone might have envied,
"Nothing new here, except my marrying, which to me is matter of profound
wonder."
It is matter of profound wonder to
most of us, and we endeavor, without
much success, to find out how it happened. To begin with, what was Mary's
motive--why did a woman so proud as
she seek to retain a lover who appeared
so obviously reluctant? Herndon's theory is fantastic. He asserts that Mary's
pride was so bitterly wounded that she
married Lincoln simply to make his life
miserable, purely for revenge. Even
put in more rational fashion, with the
idea that she was a person who persisted relentlessly in getting what she
had once wanted, the explanation is
scanty. There is also the theory that
Mary was ambitious and that she foresaw Lincoln's future, even preferring
him in this regard to so promising a
candidate as Douglas. Something there
may be in this: she was a keen-sighted
woman and she is said to have prognosticated her husband's success from the
start. But I think we must add that
she loved him, felt instinctively the
charm which so many men felt, the
almost inexplicable charm which went
with that strange, ungainly figure of
· whom an early friend could say, "he
was the ungodliest figure I ever saw."
In the same way I feel that probably
something in her fascinated Lincoln.
His conscience forced him, say some;
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her family forced him, say others. Both
may have contributed. He was morbidly sensitive. He was indolent and
in some ways easily led. Yet I have no
doubt he loved her; and that quick,
narrow, masterful spirit gained and kept
a hold over his vaguer and more fluid
one.
I imagine that the love on both sides
persisted to the end. Herndon insists
that there was no love at all. To Mr.
Rankin the whole affair apparently
seems a sweet idyl of uninterrupted
bliss. It was probably just an average
earthly marriage, with an increasing
bond of association overcoming all sorts
of wear and tear and pulling and hauling. Lincoln could never have been a
comfortable husband for any wife. His
casual ways, his irregular habits, his
utter disregard of the conventions and
small proprieties of life would have
worn on a far more tranquil patience
than Mary Todd's. And her patience
was not tranquil at all-in fact, existed
only very slightly. Her violent outbursts of temper on small occasions are
matter of record, and it is impossible
to put aside altogether the scenes of
furious, disgraceful public jealousy described by Badeau and confirmed by
General Sherman. Lincoln took it all
quietly, though it must have wrung his
heart; smiled, patted her on the shoulder, called her his child-wife, and she
was ashamed of herself-and did it
again.
But what has afforded infinite entertainment to the inquiring biographer,
and what I think must be equally entertaining to the sympathetic reader, is the
violent contrast with which the same
simple facts may be stated according to
the prejudice of the person who states
them. Take the two extremes, Herndon
and Mr. Rankin: their analysis of Lincoln's married life cannot but be instructive as well as diverting.
First, there is Lincoln's absence from
home. He left on every excuse, Herndon says. He lived in his office. Where
other lawyers returned from their work

to the comfortable fireside, he lingered
in the country store or anywhere, rather
than face the nagging that daily tormented him. All a mistake, says Mr.
Rankin. He was a great deal from
home, attending to necessary business,
and why? Because he had such a competent, careful, devoted wife that his
presence at home was entirely unnecessary.
Take clothing. Mrs. Lincoln was
always fussing about her husband's
dress. Again, explains the unfailing
Mr. Rankin_, this was all a matter of
health. He was threatened with consumption and her loving care in seeing
that he was properly clothed may have
saved his life. It was the same with
food and regularity at meals. Innumerable stories are told of her sending arbitrarily, at the most inconvenient times,
to insist upon his attendance; and even
appearing herself, with some indulgence
of shrewish tongue. Wrong, wrong,
urges Mr. Rankin. She may have
spoken quickly, but affectionate anxiety
about his health was at the bottom of
it all.
The best is the matter of the ring.
Herndon enlarges, with rather fiendish
satisfaction, upon Lincoln's reluctance
when even the bona fide wedding day
arrived. Speed's little boy, says Herndon, seeing the bridegroom so finely
dressed, inquired where he was going.
"To hell, I suppose," was the gloomy
rejoinder. Oh, cries Mr. Rankin, cruel,
cruel, even to imagine that he could
have uttered such a word! There was
the wedding-ring-did not Lincoln have
engraved in it the tender sentiment
"Love is eternal"? Innocent Mr.
Rankin! he apparently does not remember Jaques's remark to Orlando,
"You are full of pretty answers. Have
you not been acquainted with gold-smith's wives and conned them out of
rings?" I will not suggest that the
sentiment may have emanated from.
Mary herself, though there have been
such instances. But alas, we all know
how many rings with similar mottoes
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are clasping unloved and loveless fingers
all about the world.
Having thus analyzed, with delight-

fuJ_ inconclusiveness, the conjugal af-

fection of the Lincolns, we may consider, with equal inconclusiveness, the
important question of Mrs. Lincoln's
influence over her husband. This is
what she says herself: "Mr. Lincoln was
mild in his manners, but he was a terribly firm man when he set his foot down.
None of us, no man or woman, could
rule him after he had once fully made
up his mind." Can you not read the
outcome of many fruitless battles here?
Mrs. Lincoln's chief wrestle was with
her husband's social peculiarities. Here
she was obviously in part successful,
and it cannot be doubted that her experience and knowledge of the world
were of great benefit. As Newton puts
it, she "taught him particularly that
there was such a thing as society, which
observed a man's boots as well as his
principles." At the same time, from
his boots to his hat and through all the
long six feet between, the man was
thoroughly unconventional and nothing
could make him otherwise. In the early
married days in Springfield he would
open the door himself in his shirtsleeves
and assure august visitors that his wife
would be down as soon as she could get
her trotting harness on. The oddities
may have diminished a little in Washington but they were never got rid of.
You could believe in such a husband,
you could admire him, you could scold
him; but you could not domesticate him.
On broader matters, less naturally
within her sphere-even on the conduct
of the war-Mrs. Lincoln evidently had
her word. What wife would not? And
sometimes it was the apt and poignant
one. Large military policy was perh a ps beyond her, but she gave her
sharp, shrewd judgment of military commanders, bearing out to some extent
her husband's admission that she had
quicker insight into character than he.
The words, as reported by l\tlrs. Keckley,
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can hardly be relied upon; but the
general drift of them must be accurate.
Of McClellan she said, "He is a humbug . . . he talks so much and does
so little. If I had the power, I would
very soon take off his head, and put
some energetic man in his place." As to
Grant she is equally severe, "He is a
butcher, and is not fit to be at the head
of an army. . . . He has no management, no regard for life. . . . I could
fight an army as well myself." How
perfect is Lincoln's quiet answer to all
this: "Well, mother, supposing that we
give you command of the army. No
doubt you would do much better than
any general that has been tried."
With politics Mrs. Lincoln was of
course more interested and more at
home than in military details. She
watched her husband's career from the
time of her earliest acquaintance with
him and followed every step of it with
the intensest ardor. Lincoln's appreciation of this shows most charmingly
in his remark, on first hearing the result
of the presidential election in 1860,
that there was "a little woman at our
house who is probably more interested
in this dispatch than I am; and if you
will excuse me, gentlemen, I will take
it up and let her see it." Abstract
political principles probably did not
interest her much. Before the war her
sympathies were more or less Southern,
and this brought her criticism and
added to the unpopularity which she
was unable to overcome. But there can
be no question about her entire loyalty
to her husband's cause, which was in
every sense her own. And whenever
there was a personal point to be decided
her judgment was always quick and
sometimes sure. It is only just to say
that I have not found one single case of
her attempting to exert influence for the
benefit of her friends or family, no
soliciting of offices or commissions where
they were not deserved. But she did
interfere when her husband's and her
own interests seemed to be involved.
It was she who prevented Lincoln from
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accepting the governorship of Oregon
in 1849-from political foresight, say
Lamon and Mr. Rankin; because she
did not want to go off into the woods,
say Nicolay and Hay. And in other
cases she exerted a pressure which was
strong and perhaps effective.
But as in army matters, so in politics
it was the human side that interested
her, and she criticized Seward and Chase
just as savagely as she criticized Grant.
Also she was much inclined to work on
human agents where it was possible.
Russell complains that she was open to
flattery and filled her parlors with "men
who would not be received in any respectaole private house in New York."
Her own explanation of this procedurein the dialogue with Mrs. Keckley, bearing on the election of 1864-is profoundly interesting: "In a political canvass it is policy to cultivate every element of strength. These men have influence, and we require influence to reeJ.ect Mr. Lincoln. I will be clever to
them until after the election, and then,
if we remain at the White House, I will
drop every one of them, and let them
know very plainly that I only made
tools of them. They are an unprincipled
set, and I don't mind a little doubledealing with them." When Mrs. Keckley in.quires if Mr. Lincoln knows, the
answer is, "God, no! he would never
sanction such a proceeding, so I keep
him in the da,rk, and will not tell him
till all is over." Somehow in these political concerns Mrs. Lincoln reminds
one at times of Mr. Strachey's Victoria.
There is the same dignified yet dumpy
figure; the same round, hard, positive,
dominating face. And one cannot but
think of the remark of an Englishman
to· Mrs. Fields, which Mr. Strachey
would enjoy, "We call her 'Her Ungracious Majesty."'
It is clear enough that back of Mrs.
Lincoln's political interest, and indeed
back of all her life, there was a tremendous driving force of ambition. There is
much debate whether she had more ambition or he. They were different in this

as in everything. His ambition was
vague, dreamy, fitful, mystical. Her~
was narrower, more concrete; but it
never rested and went straight at its
ends. How much we are to believe of
the apparently well-authenticated stories
of her aiming at the White House almost
from infancy is a question. Any girl may
aim at the White House, I suppose. No
doubt some millions do who never get
there. Perhaps the most impressive
anecdote on the subject is Lamon's account of his first talk with her, in 1847.
It is a little hard to accept, but striking
if you do accept it. "Yes," she said,
"he is a great favorite everywhere. He
is to be President of the United States
some day; if I had not thought so, I
never would have married hiI)l, for you
can see he is not pretty. But look at
him! Doesn't he look as if he would
make a magnificent President?" That
a woman should speak thus of her husband in her first interview with a
stranger is extraordinarily significant, if
you can believe it. And Lamon's repeated emphasis of the word "magnificent" gives the story somewhat greater
credibility.
At any rate she got to the White
House and reigned there through four
of the greatest years in the history of
the country. I wish I had a little more
authority for the seemingly sane and
not unfavorable account of her White
House life given by Mr. Willis Steellthe immense effort for popularity and
social success and supremacy, ending in
satiety and disappointment: "The 'court'
she set up had turned into a mock
bubble, shining in iridescent colors only
in her imagination; created from sordid
materials, and wholly empty." Then
the triumphant election of 1864 set the
crown upon it all, if crown there was.
In April, 1865, the war was over. On
the afternoon of the fourteenth Mr.
and Mrs. Lincoln drove out alone together and Lincoln seemed singularly
happy, so much so that Mary's illdivining soul presaged the woe to come.
He talked to her of well-earned rest, of
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peaceful plans and projects for the
future. In the evening they went to
Ford's theater. And still his mind was
rather on the coming dreamy years than
on the play. We will go to Europe, he
said to her, go to the Holy Land, go to
the city I have always wanted to see,
Jerusalem. . . . While he was busy
with such thoughts the pistol of Wilkes
Booth shattered the world of Mary
Todd Lincoln into diminutive, desperate fragments which no man ever again
could piece together.
As this portrait is mainly made up of
questions that cannot be answered, we
might as well conclude with the most
unanswerable of all: would Lincoln's
career have been different, for better or
worse, if he had married a different
wife? Here again a variety of speculations present themselves, each urged
with partisan eagerness. There is, on
the whole, a remarkable unanimity of
biographers in the view that Mrs. Lincoln was helpful to her husband; but
there is an astonishing difference as to
the way she helped. Herndon, always
critical, admits the helpfulness-in fact
emphasizes it. Lincoln, he says, was
naturally indolent, contented, stay-athome. If home had been delightful he
would have enjoyed it and would not
have been so eager to make a mark in
the world. Mary made home hideous,
and by so doing made her husband great.
Mr. Rankin does his best to involve
this cynical explanation in the rosy mist
of his amiable memory, and goes to the
other extreme. According to him, Mary
was a sort of protecting angel who advised, cautioned, impelled-always at
the right time. "Without Mary Todd
for his wife, Abraham Lincoln would
never have been President. Without
Abraham Lincoln for her husband, Mary
Todd would, probably, never have been
a President's wife." This beatific solution may be correct; but if it is so I find
it difficult to explain the fact that, while
Nicolay and Hay were intimately present in the White House. in all the ten
VoL. GLI.-No. 904.-32
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volumes of their History Mrs. Lincoln
gets only a few lines and in the close
daily record of Hay's Diary her name
is hardly mentioned. Surely a guardian,
ministering angel would deserve and get
a little more than this. For myself, I
find Mr. Stephenson's moderate statement very satisfying: "She had certain
qualities that her husband lacked. . . .
She had that intuition for the main
chance which shallow people confound
with practical judgment. Her soul inhabited the obvious." Lincoln's natural
danger was the world of dreams and
going astray in it, says Mr. Stephenson: "That this never occurred may be
fairly credited . . . to the firm-willed,
the utterly matter-of-fact little person
he had married."
The problem of Lincoln's melancholy
brings the question to a point: that
haunting, brooding sadness which rarely
left him, though he shot the dark cloud
through with constant fantastic sallies
of laughter; that sadness which Herndon expressed with such extraordinary
power when he said that "melancholy
dripped from him as he walked," and
which Lincoln himself described as so
terrible that "if what I feel were equally
distributed to the whole human family,
there would not be one cheerful face on
the earth." Did Mary cause this grief
or did she cure it? Herndon does not
quite affirm the former, but he evidently
thinks that the misery of home surroundings much augmented a constitutional tendency. Then along comes
the ever-cheerful Mr. Rankin, from
whom a mellow optimism is constantly
dripping, and assures us that on the
contrary, so far from causing the melancholy, Mary was the one who could
cure it. When the spells grew acute,
"she . . . was the only one who had
the skill and tact to shorten their
duration." Again this may be quite
correct; but when I think of that concise,
hard, unsympathetic face-I wonder.
Among the varied possibilities connected with Lincoln's other early loves,
the suggestion of melancholy brings up

498

HARPER'S MONTHLY MAGAZINE

most of all the image of Ann Rutledge.
It has even been suggested that the
melancholy had its origin in the loss of
her of whom he said that the thought of
"the snows and rains falling upon her
grave filled him with indescribable
grief." If he had married Ann, would
it all have been different? We know so
little of her that we cannot conjecture
further than that a devoted, self-forgetful passion such as he hardly felt for
Mary Todd might have changed his
world. As for the substantial, hearty
Mary Owens-it is not likely that his
experience with her would have been
very different from his experience with
the other Mary.
Then one thinks of a woman of real
genius, of large capacity, of sweet
human comprehension-a woman like
Theodosia Burr or Sarah Butler. With
a wife like this would Lincoln have done,
perhaps not greater things, but done
them with an ampler serenity and
spiritual peace?
I doubt it. Lincoln was not in any
way a woman's man, in spite of the
early loves. Mary Owens thought him
"deficient in those little links which
make up the chain of woman's happiness." Lincoln himself wrote, later, in
his dry quiet way, "The truth is, I have
never corresponded much with ladies;
and hence I postpone writing letters to
them, as a business I do not understand." He may have been a master of
men: for dealing with women he was
at once too self-contained and too sin-

cere. I am sure the words of the
Imitation would have pleased him: "Be
not a friend to any one woman in
particular, but commend all good women
in general to God."
More than that, he lived in a solitude
which neither man nor woman ever
perfectly penetrated. No doubt we all
live in such solitude. The difference is
that nine hundred and ninety-nine out
of a thousand never think of it. Lincoln
thought of it all the time. He ruled
over millions of men and women who
loved him; yet he was enormously alone,
because he felt himself to be so. In
this one point there is a curious resemblance between him and the greatest of
all his contemporaries, a man who differed from him in so many other respects-Robert E. Lee. Lee was lonely
as Lincoln was. Yet Lee had a most
exquisite, devoted, sympathizing wife,
and children whose affection was always
responsive. The loneliness, with him as
with Lincoln, was that isolation of the
human soul which the yearning of the
deepest love merely accentuates. Lincoln's own words to Speed convey it
with clarifying intensity. "I have no
doubt it is the peculiar misfortune of
both you and me to dream dreams of
Elysium far exceeding all that anything
earthly can realize." When there was
such an ideal as this to compete with,
neither the perfection of wit, nor of
beauty, nor of sacrifice would have been
any more satisfying than poor Mary
Todd.

